girls and may have begun to decline. The prevalence of smoking
by boys of this age peaked in 1970 and has shown a steady de-
cline since that time. These trends may represent fewer adoles-
cents taking up smoking, with those who do beginning at an
earlier age.

Well over one-half of high school seniors—male and
female—who smoke regularly, reported first smoking in the
ninth grade or earlier (101). It is hard to know whether this
earlier onset reflects something specific to cigarette smoking or
is attributable to the more general pattern of earlier onset of all
“adult-type” behaviors.

This trend toward early initiation of smoking behavior may
have a significant impact on the future health of these adoles-
cents, as many of the health risks associated with smoking in-
crease with both earlier onset of smoking and duration of the
smoking habit. In addition, the earlier the use of a substance is
begun, the longer it is likely to be continued and the more heav-
ily it is likely to be used (26,102,137).

These national surveys do not permit a detailed examination
of the initiation process. “Experimenters,” those who have
smoked at least a few puffs of a cigarette, but not more than 100
cigarettes, are grouped with “never smokers”, those who have
never taken even a few puffs. “Occasional” smokers are defined
as those who smoke less than one cigarette a week but more
than 100 cigarettes in a lifetime. Occasional or intermittent
smoking is rare among adults. Examining the proportion of
“experimenters” at each age and following their subsequent
smoking behavior might help clarify the determinants of the
initiation process (126).

In one major British study, smoking only a few cigarettes
usually led to becoming a regular smoker; only 15 percent of
those who smoked more than a single cigarette escaped adop-
tion of smoking as a regular behavior (126). The estimate in this
study of 8 percent “occasional smoking” in adolescence is based
on a definition of smoking less than daily, but at least one
cigarette a week for as long as 1 month. The difference in defini-
tion of occasional smoking makes comparison with current U. S.
data on adolescents difficult. From 1968 to 1979, the percentage
of current occasional smokers (less than once per week) varied
between 0.4 percent and 1.6 percent for girls, and 0.4 percent
and 2.3 percent for boys (130). McKennell and Thomas estimated
that the mean length of time between smoking the first
cigarette and adopting regular (daily) smoking was slightly less
than 3 years for boys and slightly more than 2 years for girls
(126). The difference is probably due to earlier experimentation
among boys. The transition from experimental or occasional
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TABLE 2.—Percent of adolescents currently using* cigarettes,
alcohol and marihuana, by sex: three national
surveys compared

Ages 12-17 Ages 17-19
Ages 12-18 Abelson, et al. High School Seniors
NIE (1979) 1977 Johnson, et al. (1977)

Ages 1974 1979 Ages 1974 1977 Ages 1975 1977

Current Cigarette Use
12-14 F 5.1 4.3 12-13 13 10 — —_

M 4.2 3.2

15-16 F 216 123 14-15 25 22 - —
M 181 146

17-18 F 264 27.0 16-17 38 35 — —
M 326 19.6

12-18 F 159 13.1 12-17 F 24 22 17-19 F 359 39.6
M 163 111 M 27 23 M 372 36.6

Current Alcohol Use

16-17 F&M 51 52
12-17 F29 25 17-19 F 622 65.0
M 39 37 M 750 778

Current Marihuana Use
16-17 F&M 20 29

12-17 F11 13 17-19 F 225 30.0
M12 19 M 323 40.7

*NOTE: Definition of current use varies by study. Cigarettes: NIE
(1979)—current regular smoker (one or more cigarettes during the past week
over and above a minimum five packs) and current occasional smoker (less
than one cigarette per week); Abelson, et al. (1977) and Johnston, et al.
(1977)—smoked within the past 30 days. Alcohol and marihuana: use within
the past month (smokers and nonsmokers).
SOURCE: Abelson, H.1. (2), Johnston, L.D. (101), National Institute of
Education (130).

smoking to regular smoking is an extremely important one to
study because it may provide a crucial period for intervention
before psychosocial or pharmacological dependency is estab-
lished.

Number of Cigarettes Smoked

In the NCSH/NIE survey (130), a smaller percentage of
female smokers than male smokers smoked 10 or more cigar-
ettes per day (61.8 percent versus 73.8 percent in 1974, and 59.0
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percent versus 65.6 percent in 1979). The high school senior sur-
vey showed male-female rates to be equivalent at the half-pack
per day rate, with boys exceeding girls at heavier levels (101). In
that study, the proportion of females currently smoking as
much as a half-pack per day increased between 1975 and 1977,
while the proportion of males smoking at that rate remained
constant. The American Cancer Society survey also suggested
an increase in the proportion of heavy smokers among adoles-
cent girls compared with stable rates in boys between 1969 and
1975 (216). It reported a fourfold increase in the percentage of
female smokers who smoked at least a pack a day, from 10 per-
cent to 39 percent, compared with an unchanged rate of 31 per-
cent among males. The equality in smoking behavior may be
extending to the number of cigarettes smoked.

Type of Cigarette Smoked

In adolescent smokers of both sexes, there has been a definite
trend toward smoking cigarettes with lower “tar” yields be-
tween 1974 and 1979. Figure 1 shows the decline in the “tar” and
nicotine levels of the cigarettes smoked by adolescents. Girls
appear to be slightly ahead of boys in the use of lower “tar”
cigarettes. The trend can be attributed to three factors: the
increased marketing of low “tar” cigarettes; the decreased “tar”
levels of existing cigarettes; and increased awareness of dif-
ferential health hazards associated with different kinds of
cigarettes (130). It should be noted, however, that the midpoint
on the cumulative percentage continuum has dropped only
about 1 mg “tar” between 1974 and 1979, from approximately
17.5 mg to approximately 16.5 mg, and the percentage of adoles-
cents smoking the lowest category of “tar” (less than or equal to
10 mg) is still very small.

Smoking Cessation

Are there differences between girls and boys in patterns of
smoking cessation comparable to those observed in adults? A
greater proportion of adult males than adult females have quit
smoking (see the section on adult smoking cessation in this
part). Two national surveys have shown more ex-smokers
among adolescent boys than among girls (101,130). Looking at
either the percentage of ex-smokers among all adolescents or at
the quit rates (number of former smokers divided by number of
ever smokers), boys exceed girls in every survey between 1968
and 1979 (130). However, if experimental smokers are elimi-
nated from the analysis, there are no differences between the

boys and girls. For the two most recent surveys, the quit rates
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FIGURE 1.—Cumulative percentage of adolescent smokers by the tar level of cigarette smoked, 1974

and 1979

SOURCE: Federal Trade Commission (61), National Institute of Education (130).


































































